This article documents the formation and development an outdoor performance company that has emerged from pedagogical research and practice undertaken since 2010.
The Fabularium
A reflective case study of Practice-as-Research (P-a-R) into outdoor performance training and graduate enterprise delivered at Coventry University 2010-2017.
This article provides a detailed case study of the Fabularium, an outdoor performance company that has emerged from P-a-R undertaken at Coventry University. It As the work has developed, training models have emerged which bear comparison to historical models for training in popular performance, and the article will reflect upon the apparent continuity of approach behind a form of 'apprenticeship' with the Fabularium. There is a certain sense of a journeyman's approach to training and skills acquisition, as older performers pass on personal repertoires of physical routines, sight gags and tricks, audience interaction and patter etc. Student performers also work as 'apprentices' alongside professional puppet and mask-makers. This allows them to develop skills that support their own animation of their masks, and enables them to diversify into production making areas. After year one of the initiative, peer-to-peer training was also instigated, whereby previously trained Fabularium performers began passing on the repertoire (initially acrobatic sequences, songs and short vignettes) to new performers.
There is a certain 'rhizomatic network' (Deleuze & Guattari 1987:12) intermingling of bodies reacting to one another…the circus machine" (Deleuze & Guattari 1987:88) For the first four years of this initiative the resulting work culminated solely at the end of each academic cycle in performances as part of the Coventry Mysteries Festival.
This 'out of hours' work was framed for undergraduate participants as an annual work-experience performance opportunity, but there has been a discreet research focus (an ambition) behind the establishment of The Fabularium.
The hope was that a sort of Deleuzian 'ligne de fuite', in the form of an independent performance company 'may emerge' from this practice, when provided with both physical resources (Pageant wagon, masks, puppets, stilts, instruments, costumes etc.) and the performance repertoire that will shortly be discussed. This was been made feasible by the 'particular evolving circumstances' and funding opportunities encountered along the way. This article will conclude by drawing the 'apprentice to journeyman' frame to a close, and detailing how the company is now, to all intents and purposes 'independent' from the University. This sort of exposure to the informal training opportunities of 'workshops', which in reality could often be described as masterclasses, and to intensive training periods with more experienced artists, amounts to a passing on of 'the tricks of the trade'. This approach is something that continues to be a significant influence to my own teaching and theatre making. I believe that there is a particular 'journeyman approach' to contemporary actor training that is relatively The rise of the Christian Church ended the encouragement of these 'frivolous' activities, which the church actively suppressed at various stages of its history. Forced outside the main centres of civilisation, the individuals and families formed themselves into troupes that travelled around Europe. (Mason, 1992:16) However, this contradiction assisted in both the choice of source material from which to make the new work, and provided the impetus to create a touring pageant wagon traditions that we would draw upon, and allowed a certain sardonic attitude to permeate the research and planning.
This particular oppositional position proved great fuel for the students' aspirations, and from which to steer the adaptation and devising.
The particular skillset associated with the contemporary popular outdoor performer that I was envisaging is much the same as that of the Medieval artisan player, as defined by Glynne Wickham (1974:189) and the versatility and robustness required is something other than the perhaps reductive concept of today's 'actor'. More recently, Carl
Heap, founder of the influential Medieval Players writing in the Guardian frames the type of performer as:
…one who was at ease with talking directly and informally to an audience that wasn't hidden in the dark; who could turn his hand to puppetry, masks, circus skills, music, dance; and who had the fitness and energy of an acrobat. It was the theatre of storytelling, and it was fun. Twentieth-century norms did not apply. Looking back, that first project really set the tone and ethic by which the performers would be trained each year and for those that stuck with it across the shows, it felt like a company intelligence started to develop. It was an incredibly intensive period for them -and for us. It was like 'raiding the cupboard' for material to pass on. Our fools forgave 'Genteel society' for its hypocrisy. The present project that appropriates their name does not aim to reconstruct the medieval festival, but has been reinventing a summer festival of street theatre empowering multi-cultural neighbourhoods in a project directed at fostering civic identity and social cohesion. These connections, and further envisaged work, guarantee a range of social and cultural benefits with economic spinout. (King, 2014: 3). 
